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Walking into a monthly potluck
at the Sebastopol Grange, a farming
organization spanning back to the
late 1800s, one might expect to find
an older crowd of local farmers talk-
ing about the weather. 

What a person might actually
encounter instead is a lively bunch
of smiling faces greeting a newcom-
er at the door, children chasing each
other around the dinner table filled
with farm fresh meals, and folks
drinking wine and holding conver-
sations covering just about every-
thing except the weather. 

Laura Shafer has been a member
of the Sebastopol Grange since 2011.
She can be found at the monthly
potluck dinners with an apron on in
the kitchen, picking up plates in the
dinner hall, and making sure every-
one knows the dishes don’t wash
themselves. Shafer said she keeps
coming back for the old and the new
traditions of the grange. 

“We’ve got the 150-year-old tradi-
tion of sort of being rabble-rousers
and fighting for farmers’ rights and
agricultural and rural issues,” she
said. “That is the legacy of the
grange and then you’ve got
Sebastopol’s current community of
people who care and want to make
the world better by building com-
munity and have a place to gather
and support other good groups.”

Jeanna Collet is the new grange
president. Although the grange of
2018 may look different, Collet said
the core values are the same.
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Anthem Blue Cross and its affili-
ates Blue Cross and Blue Shield
have filed a notice against Sonoma
West Medical
Center and Palm
Drive Health
Care District
claiming the hos-
pital and the dis-
trict engaged in
an improper lab
test billing
scheme.

The insurance
giant alleges the
scheme resulted
in more than
$13.5 million in
payments to
SWMC and is
requesting the funds be returned
immediately. 

The claim states, “Sonoma West
[Medical Center] appears to have
conspired with several third parties
to fabricate or misrepresent claims
for toxicology testing services that
were improperly billed to Anthem.”

The toxicology program was
hastily approved last June as a last
resort to save the financially drown-
ing hospital. 

The governing board of SWMC
and PDHCD approved management
and lab management agreements
with Durall Capital Holdings Inc., a
Florida-based company owned by
Aaron Durall.

Under the laboratory manage-
ment agreement, Durall Capital
Holdings, Inc., loaned SWMC $2.1
million to meet immediate financial
needs and to purchase toxicology
laboratory equipment. 

According to SWMC staff reports,
the hospital performs initial toxicol-
ogy screening tests sent by Durall
from individuals in drug rehabilita-
tion programs from throughout the
country. 

When further testing is neces-
sary, those urine samples are sent
to Reliance Labs, a Florida laborato-
ry where Aaron Durall also serves
as president.

Anthem alleges the scheme has
been conducted as follows: health
care providers from California as
well as outside states send their
patient’s urine specimens to
Reliance Labs in Florida. Reliance
then distributes those samples to
various labs (including SWMC) for
screening.

Anthem alleges that Reliance
Labs keeps at least a portion of the
specimen and conducts testing on it,
while purportedly passing on a por-
tion of the sample to SWMC for
additional testing. 

The claim states that SWMC bills
Anthem for some or all of this test-
ing, representing that it performed
services it had not. 

Anthem’s review of insurance
claims submitted found that most of
the urine samples for which SWMC
billed Anthem were collected from
patients who had no connection
whatsoever with SWMC and by

doing so, Anthem alleges SWMC’s
conduct is a violation of California
law, “which declares it unlawful for
any health facility to charge, bill, or
otherwise solicit payment from any
patient, client, or customer for any
clinical laboratory service not actu-

ally rendered by
the person or
clinical laborato-
ry under his, her,
or its direct
supervision.”

Anthem
requested medi-
cal records for 50
claims submitted
by SWMC for
urine drug test-
ing. According to
Anthem, SWMC
personnel
informed
Anthem that the

hospital held no records for any of
the sample claims, even though
SWMC submitted all 50 claims to
Anthem. 

According to the Anthem notice,
the company was then contacted by
Neisha Carter Zaffuto, who repre-
sented herself as an employee of
SWMC and offered to provide the
requested records. Later, Anthem
learned Zaffuto is actually the presi-
dent of Medivance, a billing compa-
ny in Florida.

The PDHCD board called for a
special meeting on Friday morning
to discuss the claim sent from
Anthem Blue Cross Senior
Associate General Counsel Steven
M. Cohen. The document is dated
Feb. 9, 2018. The document was
made available to the newspaper on
Feb. 20.

Anthem is also denying in full all
urine testing claims submitted by
SWMC as of Jan. 22. This would add
a month’s worth of toxicology insur-
ance claims to the already substan-
tial monetary request of $13.5 mil-
lion. 

The notice states Anthem is pre-
pared to initiate litigation to recover
funds, but no legal action against
SWMC has been pursued as of now.

SWMC Chief Executive Officer,
John Peleuses, said he wasn’t aware
of any plans to shut down the toxi-
cology program. 

He said he expects the governing
board to address the issue in
Friday’s special meeting.

At the Feb. 5 PDHCD board meet-
ing, just days before the Anthem
claim was sent out, PDHCD board
member Jim Horn cautioned other
board members about the toxicology
program and the risk being taken
by the hospital and the district. 

Several members made it appar-
ent that they didn’t consider details
of the toxicology program’s money
flow and contracts to be the busi-
ness of the district. Horn adamantly
disagreed.

“You can’t just throw up your
hands and say that’s SWMC’s busi-
ness,” Horn said at the meeting.

Sonoma West Medical Center is a
community hospital owned by Palm
Drive Health Care District and fund-
ed in part through taxpayer funds.
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Freestone’s Wild Flour Bakery
has reopened for business after a
customer from Santa Rosa acciden-
tally crashed his BMW through the
front wall a few Sundays ago. 

The crash closed Freestone’s
commercial epicenter where on
sunny weekends hundreds of cus-
tomers drive up for a sticky bun or
a cheese fougasse. It also under-
scored the clash over how much
commercial activity might spoil the
rustic ambiance of a rural village
that beckons visitors for wine and
cheese and a picnic under the trees
on Bohemian Highway where the
pastoral Freestone countryside now
looks like a major slice of heaven.

“It’s why people come out here,”
said Eric Koenigshofer, former west
county supervisor, discussing
Freestone’s resonance as a visitor
destination.

But how many visitors would be
too many? How many cheese shops,
bakeries or other commercial ven-
tures should be planned for a rural
residential village whose official
population is 35?

The problem is, “The site of the
Freestone Valley is a developer’s
dream,” wrote Freestone artist and
resident Tony King, in one of the
nearly 400 written comments to the
Sonoma County Planning
Commission this month urging
retention of General Plan limits on
how much future Freestone com-
mercial development should be
allowed.

Everyone at the Planning
Commission hearing agreed
Freestone is a special place, but
whether county planning regula-
tions can (or should) keep it that
way remained in doubt. 

Supporters of keeping the
General Plan’s original limited com-
mercial zoning in Freestone “seem
to want to freeze land use as it was
in 1989,” wrote long-time resident
Gene Walker. “They would have us
believe we have achieved land use
perfection, which cannot be
improved upon. This is very unreal-
istic,” said Walker. “Communities
not permitted to change with the
times will eventually die.”

Walker was in a distinct minori-
ty among the hundred Freestone
residents and neighbors who filled
the drab planning department hear-
ing room a few weeks ago to bear
witness for Freestone’s importance
as is.

“We’ve listened to those argu-
ments for years,” said Koenigshofer,
who, as a county supervisor, helped
forge the county’s original general
plan 40 years ago.

General plan opponents in the
1970s, “said it would ruin the econo-
my and shut down the county. No
one would be able to move here,”
said Koenigshofer. “Our county has
not been adversely affected.” 

“I don’t see any reason it can’t
work for another 40 years,” said
Koenigshofer. “Not every nook and
cranny of our county needs to be
driven by commercialization. It’s
because of that general plan that
Freestone has retained its small vil-
lage character and why Sonoma
County has prospered.”

The Planning Commission rec-
ommendation in favor of keeping
the general plan zoning limits is
scheduled to be finalized in a vote
on March 1. 

After that the recommendation
will need approval at a hearing
before the Sonoma County Board of
Supervisors.
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FEEDING THE FUTURE — Sebastopol Grange president Jeanna Collet holds her
one-year-old son Eli, while mixing up cornbread for a potluck dinner on Jan. 30.
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RURAL SETTING — What amounts to a traffic jam in Freestone on a recent
weekend.
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Finding a tradition of resiliency at the grange Anthem Blue Cross
accuses hospital of
toxicology test
billing ‘scheme’

Development worries intrude
on Freestone’s rustic charm

“Sonoma West [Medical
Center] appears to have
conspired with several

third parties to fabricate
or misrepresent claims for
toxicology testing services

that were improperly
billed to Anthem.”

Anthem claim letter

Insurance giant wants $13.5 million
in toxicology payments returned
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